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Major deals during King Salman’s visits to Japan, China
The Arab Weekly staff

London

C

ontinuing his tour of the
Far East, Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud visited economic
powerhouses Japan and
China in search of increased trade,
technical know-how and, in China’s case, possible military cooperation.
The Saudi monarch began the
week in Japan, making him the
first Saudi ruler to visit the country
since King Faisal in 1971. The Japan
leg of the king’s tour focused on
economic agreements, with a keen
interest from the Japanese about
the possibility of listing Saudi Aramco’s initial public offering (IPO)
on the country’s stock exchange.

Many Japanese
take Saudi Arabia’s
commitment to its
reforms
seriously.

”

Japan’s Minister of Trade
and Industry Hiroshige Seko
Salman met with Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe on March 13th.
Japan wanted to “vigorously advance its ties with Saudi Arabia,
which is the linchpin of stability in
the Middle East,” Abe said.
The next day Saudi Minister of
Economy and Planning Adel Fakeih
and his Japanese counterpart Hiroshige Seko signed a number of
agreements, including Japanese
support for Saudi desalination projects to help address the kingdom’s
water shortages. A memorandum
of understanding was signed with
Toyota Motor Corporation regarding the building and operation of a
vehicle manufacturing plant in the
kingdom.
Talks between the two ministers
included discussion of the Saudi
Vision 2030 economic and social
reform plan designed to wean the
kingdom of its dependency on the
energy sector, which has slowed

Mega-deals. Chinese Premier Li Keqiang (2nd-R) meets with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (2nd-L), on March 17th.
due to falling oil prices.
“Many Japanese take Saudi Arabia’s commitment to its reforms seriously. The relationship of the two
countries has now progressed to a
strategic partner,” Seko said, according to the official Kyodo news
agency.
“From today, we will move from
the stage of planning to the stage
of implementation of the vision,
whose contents are remarkable.”
Abe asked King Salman to consider listing Aramco on the Tokyo
stock market, a request the Saudi
monarch said he would seriously
consider. Aramco, estimated to be
world’s most valuable company,
is preparing to list 5% of its shares
on the kingdom’s stock market,
known as Tadawul, and possibly

on another two international stock
exchanges.
Besides Tokyo, exchanges in
New York, Toronto, London, Singapore and Hong Kong are vying for
the second and third listings of the
stock, which, analysts said, could
generate as much as $100 billion,
making it the world’s largest IPO.
The king and his large entourage
arrived in China, Saudi Arabia’s
biggest global trading partner, at
midweek. King Salman met with
Chinese President Xi Jinping in
Beijing on March 16th. Economic
and trade deals worth $65 billion
covering numerous sectors, including energy, finance, aerospace and
culture, were signed between the
two countries.
Xi said the new-found coopera-

tion between his country and Saudi
Arabia had “surpassed our expectations”.
Trade in oil and non-oil goods
and services between the two
countries is estimated at $54.1 billion, according to Oxford Analytica.
Efforts to expand relations between the countries began last
August during a visit to China
by Saudi Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, which also saw a number
of high-profile deals signed, including one between Aramco and
the state-owned China National
Petroleum Corporation. The kingdom’s Housing Ministry reached an
agreement with China for cooperation in building 100,000 homes in
al-Ahsa in eastern Saudi Arabia.

(Reuters)

“In terms of strategic location,
Saudi Arabia serves as the central
hub connecting three continents —
Asia, Africa and Europe — and has
been an important part of the initiative,” Saudi Ambassador to China
Turki bin Mohamed al-Mady told
the Xinhua news agency.
Chinese Defence Minister Chang
Wanquan said in 2016 that highranking military officials of the two
countries have had frequent visits
in recent years, with good cooperation in areas such as equipment
technology and personnel training.
Recently the kingdom’s military
began deploying Chinese-made
unmanned attack drones and joint
military counterterrorism exercises have been conducted in China
and naval exercises in the Gulf.

King Salman’s Asia trip designed to boost Saudi Vision 2030
Jareer Elass

Washington

M

uch is riding on the
outcome of Saudi
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s
Asia tour. Not only is
Riyadh interested in securing new
investment opportunities in Asia,
it is seeking critical support from
Asian countries for the kingdom’s
ambitious economic restructuring
programme known as Saudi Vision 2030. The success or failure of
that expansive economic overhaul
could affect the line of Saudi royal
succession.
The lengthy seven-country tour
is prompting some Gulf trackers to
reassess the state of the 81-year-old
Salman’s health and mental acuity,
given that he has met several heads
of state during the month-long trip
that began February 26th.
One focus of the king’s Asian trip
has been strengthening geopolitical
and economic ties with the Sunni
Muslim countries of Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei and the Maldives,
all of which joined the Islamic
Military Alliance, the organisation
founded by Riyadh in late 2015 to
fight global terrorism.
During King Salman’s stops in
Malaysia and Indonesia, the Saudis
secured $13 billion in downstream
investments for state oil conglomerate Saudi Aramco, which will help
strengthen the company’s prospectus as Riyadh prepares for its hotly

High stakes. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) and
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe walk together at Abe’s
official residence in Tokyo, on March 13th.
anticipated initial public offering
(IPO) scheduled for 2018.
The other focus of the trip — visits
to Asian heavyweights Japan and
China — serves multiple purposes
for Riyadh. As a leading supplier of
oil to both Tokyo and Beijing, the
Saudi regime is intent on securing and expanding market share as
Asian demand for oil continues to
lead the growth in global demand.
Most concerning for Riyadh is having been edged out by Russia as the
top oil supplier to Beijing in 2016.
Equally as important are the Saudi regime’s efforts to entice Japanese and Chinese investment in the
kingdom. After a meeting in Tokyo
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on March 13th between King Salman and Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe, the two governments
announced the formation of SaudiJapan Vision 2030, which includes
studying the merits of establishing special economic zones in the
kingdom to attract Japanese investment.
Abe’s government was also hoping to take advantage of King Salman’s visit to persuade the Saudi
leadership to list shares of Saudi
Aramco’s IPO on the Tokyo stock
exchange.
The person with the most to win
or lose in Saudi Arabia’s planned
fiscal revamping over the next

few years is Salman’s son, Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, the architect
and chief promoter of Vision 2030.
Observers said that even a limited
success of the programme could
prompt King Salman to alter the
line of succession, demoting his
nephew, Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz, in favour
of his son.
The Asia trip is of keen interest
to the deputy crown prince, who
wants to drum up regional interest
in the Saudi Aramco IPO as well as
investments in the kingdom’s nonoil sector that will be critical to the
success of Vision 2030. However,
he left that salesmanship to the
ministers who accompanied King
Salman to Asia while he travelled to
Washington for meetings with US
President Donald Trump and senior
officials.
It is the low-profile Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Nayef who has
been left in charge in the kingdom
as King Salman and his son venture
abroad. Though the crown prince is
not as publicly visible as the deputy
crown prince, the Saudi population did get a reminder recently
of Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Nayef’s extensive intelligence experience:
During a February visit to Riyadh,
Mike Pompeo, newly installed director of the US Central Intelligence
Agency, awarded the crown prince
the George Tenet Medal in recognition of “his excellent intelligence
performance in the domain of
counterterrorism and his unbound

contribution to realise world security and peace.
With high expectations for Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s economic overhaul agenda,
the young Saudi royal must not have
been pleased to hear a recent valuation of Saudi Aramco in the lead-up
to partial privatisation next year. In
April 2016, Mohammed bin Salman
declared that his government expected Saudi Aramco to be valued
at $2 trillion, a figure that Saudi officials have continued to use.

The person with the
most to win or lose in
Saudi Arabia’s
planned fiscal
revamping is King
Salman’s son.
British-based energy consultancy
Wood Mackenzie, respected for its
analysis and valuation of oil firms
and their assets, however, reportedly told clients in February that its
rough valuation of Saudi Aramco’s
core business was about $400 billion. Should Wood Mackenzie’s estimation prove correct, the Saudi
government will reap substantially
less than the $100 billion it had forecast from the limited sale of Saudi
Aramco, which could have a ripple
effect on the deputy crown prince’s
economic reforms.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

